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Introduction
Nothing, at first sight, seems less important than external formalities of human
behavior, yet there is nothing to which men attach more importance . ... The
influence of the social and political system on manners is therefore worth serious
examination.

Alexis De Tocqueville1
Common courtesy is not common any more, or so it may seem. It is
conceivable that this generation is no better or no worse than any other previous
era. Common courtesy, good manners, civic behavior bridges all cultures and
ethnic differences. It says who we are before we ever speak. Common courtesy
is the consideration for the feelings and needs of others.
It is apparent that the rules that govern behavior have changed. Maybe,
people just make up their own rules along the way. Or, maybe children are
never taught to say and mean "please" and "thank you," or they suffer from a
deficit of courteous role models to influence their lives in a positive manner. Few
of us live in an environment where social interaction or responsible concern for
the needs and feelings of others is not a serious consideration.
"Uncommon Courtesy" explores the meaning of courtesy and its impact
on society. This thesis covers the history of courtesy epitomized by the
gentleman and his influence on social customs. "Uncommon Courtesy" covers
the decline of the gentleman and the way of the gentry into the twentieth century.

1

Alexis De Tocqueville. Democracy in America (New York, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1969),
146.
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The final chapter discusses America's culture of self-absorption and its influence
on courtesy in our contemporary society.
In Chapter One, Edward I. Morse expresses his ideal of courtesy
speaking at Vassar College in 1894. He said, "courtesy is not manners; for,
manners are the garments of good behavior. It is not etiquette; for, etiquette is
simply a technique of social proprieties. No, nor is it civility; for, civility may only
be the chill of patronizing decency. Courtesy is an atmosphere of graciousness.
It is the real ring of noble character. It is self-respect, refinement, goodheartedness, self-forgetfulness, and ideality." 2
Chapter Two traces the tradition of courtesy to the beginnings of recorded
history as an ideal preserved in the "Instructions of Ptah-Hotep," an Egyptian
volume that is supposed to be the oldest surviving book. Europeans absorbed
this ideal of courtesy, and it is well noted in the annals of patriarchal writers, the
chivalry of medieval life, Celtic legends, Renaissance art, the concept of the
Christian hero and courtly lover, and American literature.
Chapter Three explores the demise of the gentleman culture in society
affected by the Industrial Revolution, the influx of immigrants, shift in
demographics, and the New Age self-actualization. It is the perfection of the
gentleman that brought about his demise and with his demise, society's example
of courteous behavior. The ethos of democracy, which applauds equality as a
right of all people, militates against differentiation. And, intellectual currents,
popularized by the mass media, have blurred value lines making almost any

3

behavior acceptable as a subjective choice. These are all factors that
contributed to the decline of courtesy as a gentleman's or gentlewoman's
attribute.
Chapter Four suggests that the stress of modern life and a shift in
traditional values have led to an increase in rudeness. As pointed out in Chapter
Four, Letitia Baldridge, an authority on manners, believes the decline in courtesy
transcends economic, social, and racial lines. She insists that it has nothing to
do with money or social class. Courteous behavior is simply a matter of the way
you are brought up. Others believe that it is the idealization of the past that has
set us up for unrealistic expectations. All generations and eras have values and
positive aspects. Courtesy and rudeness may best be approached by a reality
check.

2

John D. Long. "Common Courtesy: Less Common?" Business Horizons (Jan./Feb., 1990): 139.

4

Chapter 1
Comments on Courtesy
Courtesy could be defined as a code of ethics, aesthetics, or particular
practices of any class-conscious group. A courtesy book or courtesy literature
establishes such a code of behavior. 1
According to Thomas Woodman, "manners oil the wheels of society
improving the quality of life by exercising self-constraint fostering the civilizing
process. Manners are fixed mores of a stratified society and courtesy modulates
into politeness. Politeness extends to a sense of public space."2
Manners are inherently problematic because they refer to an esoteric concept
that is subject to varying feelings, values, perceptions, and beliefs. Pierre
Bourdieu speaks more strongly:
All societies ... that seek to reproduce a new man through a
process of deculturation, a reculturation set ... store on the
seemingly most insignificant details of dress, bearing physical and
verbal manners .. . The whole trick of pedagogic reason lies
precisely in the way it extorts the essential while seemingly to
demand the insignificant ... the concessions of politeness always
contain political concessions. 3
Some people speculate that society's ideals and values, as well as their
ideas about life, have drastically changed. A social-cultural upheaval has
skewed conventional manners and foundational moral opinions. Every past
generation has experienced change; life does not exist in a vacuum. Yet, our

1

John E. Mason. Gentlefolk in the Making (New York, NY: Octagon Books, 1971). 4 .
Thomas Woodman, Politeness and Poetry in the Age of the Pope. (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson
University Press; London, England: Associated University Press, c 1989), 10.
3
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contemporary social customs and usages are dramatically different than those
that existed in society before the advent of the Great War in 1914. Society no
longer acknowledges or values the qualities commonly attributed to the
gentleman. Society has turned away from its cultural legacy of social, moral, and
spiritual mores.

4

The rich cultural history of Europe is deep-seeded with the internal
qualities and external characteristics of the guild of Gentleman . This elite
fraternity has always stood as a role model for all society. Although patterns of
behavior did bend to the changing needs, experiences, and tastes of successive
generations, it established definite standards and qualities that anchored
European society.5
The external appearance and manners of the Guild exemplified selfrespect. But even of more importance, it was built on a bedrock of internal
values and principles that enhanced social intercourse (courtesy) and maintained
certain amenities of traditional standards.6
The Guild of the Gentleman connotes nobility and excellence in
appearance commensurate with class stature. But, the internal qualities of
character were expected to be on an equal plane. An epitome of the gentleman
possessed the virtues of prudence, fortitude , justice, and self-control for the
purpose of making the world a better place as a contribution to society. The
gentlemen who held these human values in the highest regard demonstrated
4

Henry Dwight Sedgwick. In Praise of Gentlemen. (New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1970), 3, 4.
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hoW human interaction could be raised to a higher level of what it means to be
civilized. Their purpose in society contributed to the public's well being?
This Guild of Gentleman blended human experience with religion, poetry,
and music to provide a vital function . These pursuits were prescribed for the
needs of others to create an intellectual, aesthetic, social, and physical culture
that was passed on from one generation to the next. It reinforced a system of
civilized opinion, gathered from tradition and molded by experience to establish
principles to inspire loyalty. This brand of loyalty is defined and enacted in a
code of honor.8
The gentleman depicts certain patterns of behavior evolved by a small
group representative of the culture of the time. Every society erects for itself a
model of an ideal, what the perfect member of society should be. They are the
mythical heroes and heroines of history who repeat the past, enhance the
present, and inspire the future. 9
In an era of conformity, it is refreshing to remember that mankind's
progress is attributed to those who chose to be different rather than the same. It
is their attributes that enrich a culture. An ideal society should encourage
expression of individuality and derive pleasure from what they contribute to life.
Manners pacify America's conscience for guilt over any social injustice. 10

6
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It is reasonable to assume that most people prefer polite people to rude
people. Self-preservation engenders good manners. According to Lloyd
Morgan, "The basis for human social conduct is unquestionably traced to the
social behavior of animals, in inherited tendencies to cooperation and mutual
help in the bonds of sympathy arising through the satisfaction of impulses
towards such behavior, and perhaps the basis for social conduct. Instinct
corrected by reason and deliberate rejection of immediate satisfaction - a sense
of values- are the first steps toward civilization." 11
All of us have manners, whether good manners, bad manners, or
indifferent manners. Human beings are social life forms and in order to survive
we must interact with each other. Manners are our mode of interacting -they
facilitate social intercourse. 12
Manners vary among different societies and have developed over
hundreds of years, creating widely varying "codes of etiquette." The etiquette of
a society represents its accepted code of good and bad manners, although
etiquette is actually encompasses more.13
The concept of social usage is based on manners and includes etiquette.
A person can display good manners without any knowledge of etiquette.
Environmental conditions determine social usage, which causes behavior to

Ibid., 9.
Anne R. Free. Social Usage. (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts. 1969), 1.
13
Ibid., 1.
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change. Rules of etiquette that no longer apply are discarded. Social behavior
patterns developed from conventions and accepted customs.

14

Social usage is the routines, conventions, etiquette (tempered by courtesy
and the exercise of good taste and the consideration of others) to which people
conform to live in harmony with other people. Individuals who lack such
conventions bump up against each other creating friction. Knowledge of
society's conventions helps us to interact smoothly by avoiding offensive
behavior. Etiquette fell into disrepute in the real world of the American frontier
when conventions were mistaken for character.15
Today, the concept of etiquette is once again considered respectable in
American society. Etiquette in French means "ticket upon which instruction and
proper court behavior is written," originating from the gilded days of the French
kings. Etiquette became the code of behavior for specific social situations - like
a rulebook for tennis. If someone knows the rules of the game, they are likely to
play a better game.16
Knowing the rules of the game, etiquette, is only part of the mainstay of
proper behavior. It must be exercised with courtesy. Kindness and politeness
are also elements of courtesy. An unkind act, even if correct, is never courteous.
An impolite act, unlikely to be considered correct, is not courteous. 17

14

Ibid, 2.
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When courtesy has become an instinctive part of behavior, it supports
etiquette. Courtesy can become instinctive if practiced consistently and
intentionally. Repetition of courtesy in every social situation establishes the
behavior that creates a habit.

18

Rudeness and thoughtlessness, the opposite of courtesy, hinder good
human relationships more than breaking any rules of etiquette. A courteous
person will not hesitate to break the rules of etiquette through ignorance.19
Ignorance of the rules of etiquette, like ignorance of the law, is no excuse
for breaking them. Unintentional ignorance can be remedied by instruction if the
individual is willing to learn. The deliberately ignorant person believes wrong
does not matter. It is wise to avoid this person in both business and social
situations, if possible. 20
Like courtesy, good taste is essential and ignorance is no excuse for
falling short. The phrase- "in good taste"- originally referred to "how things
taste in the mouth." Good taste, applied to intellectual and aesthetic
appreciation, is concerned with the fitness and suitability of things. 21
Social usage, etiquette, courtesy, and good taste are four keys to the art
of getting along with others- one of the most important areas in any education.
Knowing the conventions of acceptable behavior is fundamental in all areas of

18

lbid., 3.
lbid., 3.
20
Ibid., 4.
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Ibid., 4.
19

life. courtesy, exercised out of the consideration for others, enhances social
intercourse.

22

Edward Morse spoke about courtesy more than 100 years ago. He
considered the question of whether it was disappearing or still as common as
earlier. He considered that it was possibly manifested in different ways in the
twentieth century. Most people are courteous, at least some of the time. It
would be easy to attribute the waning of courtesy to others rather than oneself.
Courtesy is more inclined to be a hard-to-define attribute that is lacking in
someone else's character. 23
Morse found the concept of courtesy unclear. Courtesy takes on a
nebulous quality when exacting a definition. At best, he was able to list several
characteristics of courtesy. Courtesy is the "the demonstrated concern for the
well being of others. Well-being extends beyond health to feelings, tastes,
desires, possessions, status, and general circumstances." 24
Courtesy, as defined, is the foundation of manners for it can be
demonstrated without the knowledge of proper manners. Courtesy comes from
the heart- it's instinctive - whereas manners must be learned. Even in a
strange culture, courtesy can be exercised even with an inadvertent breach of
manners. Courtesy, in essence, is the soul of good manners. 25

22

Ibid., 5.
John D. Long. "Common Courtesy: Less Common?" Business Horizons. (Jan./Feb. 1990), 134.
24
Ibid., 135.
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Americans are not the only people concerned about courtesy. It is a
concern that has remained close to the hearts of the British over the centuries.
In 1986, Reverend lan Gregory formed the Polite Society after receiving
complaints about rude behavior and what they felt was a decline in common
courtesy in Great Britain. Their mission is to promote courtesy by everyday
usage in a common-sense manner: a pleasant smile, a considerate nod, or a
kind word. 26
The Polite Society's "Code of Courteous Conduct" outlines behavior
toward children, spouses, co-workers and society in general. The Society's
"Good Manners Guide," its monthly publication, emphasizes "the best of good
manners is not a device for drawing attention to one's mastery of social skills. It
is rather a self-effacing and genuine wish for the well-being of other people."27
The members of the Polite Society, in the 1990s, spread their good will by
offering classes to anyone interested in making the Society's purpose a goal of
his or her own. On a grade-school level, they encourage schools to adopt the
Society's Junior Code of Courteous Behavior. To the general public, the Society
offers classes on a regular basis. A business concerned about how their clients
and customers perceive their services and goods can contact the Society for an
audit.za
Contemporary social conventions are inherited from preceding cultures. It
is that part of our social and cultural legacy that balances somewhere between
26
27

Jeanine Larmoth and Veronica McNiff, "A Polite Pause," Victoria. (Oct. 1992), 19.
Ibid., 19.
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reality and mythology. England's customs and behaviors have always fascinated
Americans. But, England is just one color in a tapestry of a large continent's
cultural history.
In Europe, from the early High Middle Ages to the Italian Renaissance,
social history and literary writings unveil the complex practices and theories that
define "courtliness," "chivalry," and "courtoisie." Social historian Aldo Scaglione,
reflecting the thoughts of social-theorist Louis Adrian Montrose, wrote, "Literature
creates the culture by which it is created, shapes the fantasies by which it is
shaped, begets that by which it is begotten."29
For Scaglione, "courtoisie" and its congeners (similar social conventions)
are ideologies which shape important traits across time and space while
adjusting themselves to changing temporal and spatial circumstances and
exemplifying the bi-directional movement from reality to imagination and vice
versa."3o
On May 29, 1453, Constantinople fell to the Turks. Its last emperor,
Constantine XI Paleologus, was killed and with him all that represented Hellenic
patriotism. His values were more closely aligned to a Roland committed to
"douce France" than a Byzantine ruler. The knightly Constantine devoted
himself to French chivalry, a reflection of a "chanson de geste hero."31

28

Ibid., 19.
Karl Utti, "Remarks on Medieval Courtoisie: Poetry and Grace," Modem Philogy. (Chicago: University
of Chicago, 1994), 199.
30
Ibid., 199.
31
Ibid., 200.
29
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This last Constantine's affection focused on Constantinople's
"Greekness." It was representative of the new Greek chivalry born from the
fusion of post-Fourth Crusade "Frankish" values and rebirth of a new Greek
sense of identity. Franks and Greeks had coexisted in the Peloponnese for
almost two-and-a-half centuries. Both positive and negative interaction between
the Latins and Greeks, under the Villehardouin dynasty and the Paleologi, had
been exceptionally productive.

32

The Villehardouin "courtoisie," with its gathering of barons and passion for
jousting, resembled the courtesy of King Arthur's court. Mistra, the fortress of
Maina, and the port of Monemvasia were relinquished to Emperor Michael
Paleologus as a ransom for Prince Guilllaume de Villehardouin. In 1261, the
Marean oppressors Hellenized the courtesy of the Frankish prince by
encouraging learned men and "courtly" poets. 33
In the years 1249-54, Jean De Joinville, biographer of Louis IX, took up
the cross and accompanied his king on the crusade to Egypt and the Holy Land.
He wrote the biography of this saintly king at the request of a royal lady who
highly proclaimed Joinville's chivalric disposition and presence of honor inspired
by courtesy. Much was accomplished on the field of battle by the knights and by
the writings of Joinville. Their courtesy was recognized in full measure when it
was said that it was spoken of in the chambers of noble ladies.34

32

Ibid., 201.
Ibid., 202.
34
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----
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courtesy provides the link between noble men and noble women. It is a
significant means of expressing a gracious relationship between the sexes and
the honor that each represents. It is a type of harmony in respect of one sex to
the other, so extensive is this consideration that it is likened to congenial
affection. This kindness directed the behavior of male warriors united in a
common purpose. Courtesy guided the conduct of men and the manner in which
they regarded each other. The behavior of male warriors was extended to their
relationship with women. These values were also applied to their relationships
with all men and women. 35
Courtesy, as a matter of courtly literature, at one time presented a means
of exploring unexpected values and themes. In King Arthur's court, Calogrenant
obeyed Guenevere's order in revealing a most uncomfortable scenario - to
narrate to the court a story that is to his shame rather than to his glory. His
behavior and that of other knights indicate that courtesy is of far greater value
than grandizement or pompous fame.36
Honesty is also an issue of courtesy in a remarkable Old Provencal canto
from the twelfth-century female troubadour, the Countess Dia. The poet regrets
her harsh behavior toward her former lover. It is evident that he has turned away
from her because she refused to yield herself to him with the expected total
surrender. The male poet, mimicking a woman's voice, candidly expresses all

35
36

Ibid., 203.
Ibid., 204.
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the pleasures that she will bestow upon her lost lover (as well as the favors she
expects to receive in return for her affections).

37

The strength of the poem expresses a "courtly" pursuit, the end of the
suffering and pain that accompanies the separation of the two lovers. Countess
Dia's "courteous" honesty is portrayed in her bold expression of passion for her
lost suitor. Her vigor and its honorable usage acknowledge the importance of
courtesy. 38
The previous example is an episode that responds to a challenge posed
by Virgil's Camilla. She represents the "chanson de geste" tradition of the
woman warrior. Camilla was the faithful ally to Turnus at war against Aenea to
prevent him from gaining control of Italy. She was killed in battle, but only after
inflicting great harm on Aenea's army. 39
Armed Camilla assaults Tarcon, a soldier under Aenea's command. True
to his disposition, Tarcon insults Camilla, in grossly discourteous language.
Tarcon tells her, "Women have no place in battle. The only fighting suitable to
them is on their back, at night, in a canopied bed." He continues with his
distasteful speech offering her money for her favors, promising to pass her on to
his squires when he is finished with her. 40
Camilla's response to Tarcon's insults: "She dug and spurred her good
horse, letting it charge at Tarcon and attacked him. She struck him with great

37

lbid., 205.
lbid., 206.
39
lbid., 207.
40
Ibid., 207.
38
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strength below the boss of the shield. She shattered it from one side to the
other, tore his hauberk, and stripped off its mail, throwing him dead from his
charger." At last, she replies to him, "I do not do my fighting lying on my back." 41
several resources of "courtoisie" are called to action: 1. Camilla is
portrayed as far more intriguing character than the typical Amazon warriors of
old. 2. Female knighthood is examined. 3. The incident set the stage for a
relationship between a courteous man and a courteous woman that is not
sexually based.

42

These examples are evidence of the direct connection between the values
of "courtliness," "chivalry," and "courtesy" and the medieval understanding of the
correct relationships as demonstrated by noble men and noble women. They
provide a perspective about the nature of human couples and the enormous
potential, which can be appropriately applied to each gender, as possibilities
open to men and women.
The examples above are non-fiction accounts of relationships defined by
chivalry, courtliness, and courtesy. These three characteristics have also
breathed life into familiar fiction stories, also a vital part of our social and cultural
history.
King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table conceptualized the
intricate theories and practices of courtliness, chivalry, and courtesy. During the
Middle Ages, noble youths dreamed of sojourning to Camelot- living for the day

41

42

Ibid., 207.
Ibid., 207.
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when they might do great deeds of honor. The story of Gareth and Lynette
42

exemplifies the degree of honor attributed to knighthood .

The oath of knighthood reveals the heart and purpose of this royal order:
"To speak the truth; to maintain the rig ht ; to practice courtesy; to maintain honor
in every perilous adventure; to defend and protect the uttermost women, the
poor, and the oppressed."

43

Gareth took this oath to heart; he hoped that he might accomplish great
deeds in the name of King Arthur. At sixteen, he begged his mother to allow him
to go to Camelot to earn a place at the Round Table. For two years, she
managed to put him off. Finally, she relented and allowed him to leave if he
would promise to serve the king a year by working in the kitchen without
revealing to the King that he was his nephew and of royal blood. Eager to obey
his mother, Gareth agreed to her wishes. 44
Gareth boldly strolled into the court of the King and asked for two favors.
It was such a festive evening that the King agreed to grant his requests. His first
request was to work in the kitchen. The King granted his request to him. For his
second request, Gareth asked that it be fulfilled at the end of a year. The King
again agreed and allowed him immediately to begin work in the kitchen. 45
Gareth served the year working in the kitchen and fulfilled his pledge to
his mother. Once again, he returned to the great hall to ask his second favor.
42

Emma Gelder Sterne and Barbera Lindsay, King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. (New
York: Golden Press, 1962), 53.
43
Ibid., 53.
44
1bid., 53.
45
1bid., 54.
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While waiting for his turn to present himself to the King, a woman named Lynette
stood before the King begging the aid of Sir Lancelot for a quest to overcome the
fearful Black Knight who held her sister captive.

46

Before Sir Lancelot could speak, Gareth stepped forward and asked the
King if he might go in Lancelot's stead. Everyone laughed at the soot-covered
kitchen knave, everyone except the King. King Arthur gave him leave, but
Lynette was furious. She felt that her plea had not been taken seriously.47
When he rode to Lynette in full armor, ready to complete the quest or die,
she mocked him. "Gareth flushed," but he said only, "Lead and I will follow. I am
bound to do your quest, but fain would right this wrong."48
Lynette continued to act scornfully, even after Gareth proved himself well
suited to sit at the Round Table by prevailing in several skirmishes. Still, Gareth
urged Lynette to travel on and reassured her that he would follow.
Sir Lancelot followed Lynette and Gareth along their journey. They were
not aware of his presence until he came forward to commend Gareth for his
noble deeds and to knight him. His quest came to an end after Gareth had slain
the Black Knight. 49
Lady Lyonors, sister of Lynette, offered Gareth half of her kingdom for her
deliverance. The young knight graciously refused, satisfied by the smile on
Lynette's face as his reward. She said, "Knighthood becomes you well. Yet,

46

Ibid., 59.
Ibid.' 61.
48
Ibid.' 61.
49
Ibid., 68.
47
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though you gain fame and fortune equal to Sir Lancelot himself, you will never be
50

more noble than you have been as a kitchen knave."

Gareth wore courtesy like a suit of mail, as a representative of the King.
His chivalry spoke louder than any words he could have mustered to defend
himself against Lynette's scathing words during their journey to free Lyonors. He
had defended and protected the "uttermost woman" in an honorable fashion with
the humility in which he served the King. Courtesy became a common ground
for relationships between noble men and woman . Courtesy became a mark of
noble character that extended well into the nineteenth century.
In 1894, Edward I. Morse spoke about courtesy in his address at Vassar
College on Founder's Day. He said:
(Courtesy) is not manners .. . manners are the garments of good
behavior. It is not etiquette; (etiquette) is the simple technique of
social proprieties. No, nor is it civility; for (civility) may be (only) the
chill of decency of patronizing attention. Courtesy is an
atmosphere of graciousness .. . the real ring of noble character.
Its current courses like a stream from (a) high source. There is a
moral quality about it. As a mere investment, it pays a large
dividend, for business is helped. By it, friendships are made and
held . The sum of joy is increased by exercising it ... The elements
that go to make courtesy these: self-respect, refinement, goodhearted ness, self-forgetfulness, and ideality.51
Courtesy, as defined in this chapter, satisfies both the giver and the
receiver. It reduces the tension inherent in economic, political, and social
transactions. It refuses to give in to rudeness in competitive situations.

so Ibid., 69.
Sl

Ibid., 133.
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Chapter 2
Ideal of the Gentleman

The ideal of the gentleman reaches back to the earliest traditions of
human civilization. This ideal is preserved in the "Instructions of Ptah-Hotep," an
Egyptian volume that may be the oldest surviving book. Europeans received
gentlemanliness from classical antiquity. Englishmen then carried these cultural
patterns to America. This ideal of the gentleman was cultivated by classical
writers such as Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero. 1
Classical ideals were cited by European writers, reflected in Medieval life,
legend and art. Their writings fed the intellectuals who redefined the concept of
the Christian hero and courtly lover. The name gentleman and the class of
gentry emerged at the close of the Middle Ages. In the fifteenth century, a class
of professional soldiers and semi-noblemen assumed the "gentleman" label. At
that time, the term became associated with a rowdy group who frequently came
in contact with the law. 2
The class of gentry, unlike the concept of gentleman, responded to social
needs. Courtesy emerged as one ideal of the cultural patterns of gentry. The
privileged class was forced to change with the times as the Renaissance
emerged from the Middle Ages. The gentleman replaced the model of the manly

1
2

Edwin Harrison Cady, The Gentleman in America, (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1949) 1.
Ibid., 2
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excellence of the knight. Slowly the concept of the gentleman and gentry
merged to become one.

3

Gentlemen grew in numbers during Tudor (1485-1603) times. Their
status also rose, once freed of dependence upon noble ancestry. At that time,
the charge and countenance of gentleman fell to the wealthy. The terms wealthy
and noblemen became synonymous. Virtue, learning, and wealth were the three
main elements of Elizabethan (1558-1603) gentility. These elements made the
concept of gentleman into the ideal. The advent of publishing gave access to
any reader the mysteries of the gentleman in courtesy books.4
As improvement literature, courtesy books summarized all the author
knew about the ways of the gentleman. It was often presented as words of
advice to the parent. These books instructed the reader about the ideals of the
gentleman and defined polite conduct. Courtesy writers made their concept of
the gentleman a permanent part of English culture. Elizabethans found it difficult
to give up the conviction that the gentleman must be born the son of a
gentleman. Personal importance prescribed the actual function of the
gentleman. Aristocrats performed diplomatic and civil service, while the lesser
gentry served as justices. 5
The concept of the gentleman changed slowly through the Stuart reign
(1371-1603) and the commonwealth interregnum. As the natural gentleman
gathered favor, there was a shift against heredity. A gentleman's virtue
3

4

......

Ibid., 4.
Ibid., 5.
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emphasized piety, and he was to function as God's steward, which added a
burdensome responsibility to fulfill this calling. Seventeenth-century courtesy

bOOkS, except for "Peachanis Complete Gentleman," did not gain the prestige of
the preceding century's books, although Francis Hawkins' "Youth's Behavior or
Decency in Conversation Amongst Men" became George Washington's selfimprovement manual. Washington condensed some of Hawkins's maxims and
omitted others to write Rules of Civility in his book "True Happiness."6
"Forms of Writing" was discovered in the late nineteenth century at Mount
Vernon, Virginia, George Washington's home on the Potomac River. In
Washington's own handwriting, he prescribed some 110 Rules of Civility in
Conversation Amongst Men. The notebook, in Washington's own handwriting,
dates back to 1745 when he was fourteen years old. 7
Most of Washington's Rules, listed as follows, are applicable today as a
contemporary code of personal conduct:. Some of the rules are listed in the
appendix. 8
The class of gentry came into their own with the Glorious Revolution
{1688). The gentleman personified excellence, with the responsibility to strive for
that excellence as a way of life. The previous style of encyclopedia-like courtesy
literature was replaced with the periodic essay, the didactic poem, the satire, and
the moralizing novel. 9
s Ibid., 6-8.
1bid., 8, 9.
7
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courtesy writers popularized the idea that all men were essentially equal.

Men were judged by merit, not ancestry. Gentlemen, as a class, found the
theoretical idea of the natural gentleman repugnant and adhering to their pride of
ancestry.

10

Two lines of thinking, intellectual egalitarianism and cosmopolitanism
created real cultural effects in understanding the eighteenth-century gentleman.
The intellectual egalitarian emphasized that every man possesses reason which
leads men to depend more on education and training than heredity. British
cosmopolitanism encouraged gentlemen to be receptive to new modes from
abroad, especially from France.11
Evangelical groups campaigned against intellectual egalitarianism and
cosmopolitanism in an effort to gain the English gentry as Christian converts.
The Society for Reformation of Manners, the Society for the Propagation of the
Gospel in Foreign Parts, the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, and
other organizations rallied behind Christianity to exploit its benefits in courtesy
literature. "Christian Hero" by Sir Richard Steele defined the Christian gentleman
as a model of courtesy for all novels.12
The accomplishments of the gentleman were of more value to followers of
egalitarianism and cosmopolitanism than their qualities of virtues and sense of
responsibility. The gentleman scholar established his greatness through
intellectual accomplishments. Those who could not find completeness in such an
10
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Intellectual context affiliated themselves with religious groups. This group
created a caricature (a fictional character), Sir Fopling identified with society's
contemporary model of a gentleman, Lord Chesterfield - a notable statesman of

.

the t1me.

13

This caricature of Sir Fopling, defined virtue as moderation in vices
mocking the Chesterfield moralists. He defined courtesy as self-sacrifice, a
traditional point of view, but his opinion of human nature was negative and his
device for acquiring friends was cynical. It was Chesterfield's hypocrisy that
absolutely enraged the comtemporary moralists. 13
Chesterfield's most disgusting characterization was his crude and
disgusting attitude toward women. Although relationships with women of lower
class were prohibited, but liaisons with elite women of a high social status were
strongly encouraged. Whatever limited qualities this character had, they were of
no redeeming value, for they were readily thrown out for the sake of any possible
social gain. 14
Author Samuel Richardson, the antithesis of Chesterfield, was hailed as
the epitome of the Christian gentleman. Richardson wrote a courtesy book, "A
Collection of the Moral and Instructive Sentiments, Maxims, Cautions, and
Reflections ... in . . . Pamela, Charissa, and Sir Charles." He vehemently
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opposed the practice of calling any man a gentleman unless he were a Christian.
His attitude mirrored the sentiment of his contemporaries.

15

Not everyone took a position for Christian gentleman or the scholargentleman. Generally, the Christian in popular literature was portrayed as one in
name only, given to "lip-service." Thomas Jefferson found what he believed was
a healthy balance between head and heart, manners and morals, deed and
ideal, as many others did. 16
The philosopher John Locke expressed an equitable balance in his
courtesy writings, "Some Thoughts Concerning Education." His common-sense
approach expressed concern for the ideal, but he explained that good manners
and a fine manner, to avoid offense, must come from "good breeding." Good
breeding and sincere courtesy are inherently a "general good-will and regard for
all people. "17
American life has always been influenced by the British. In the midst of
debate over the fine gentleman and Christian gentleman, American experience
and reasoning established their own concept of the gentleman. By the end of
the nineteenth century, the British no longer held the same influence over
Americans.18
America turned away from British influence and the prevailing ideas of
other European countries had only a limited influence on this young, innovative
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natlon·

European immigrants developed their own patterns of thinking apart from

the Influence of their European ancestral mores. The French affect on American
culture was basically limited to dress, society, speech, and the theater.

19

The concept and class of gentleman in America followed the "stages" of
American history. The South was essentially colonial during the Colonial Period.
The adventurers altered their English cultural heritage to meet the new demands
of the wilderness frontier. The colonial culture of the middle-states was difficult
to define, and the Puritan influence strongly affected New England. 20
The gentleman and all of the cultural heritages suffered on the oftenhostile frontier. The rigors of survival took precedence over affluence, leisure,
and education. The demands of the new frontier deprived two or three
generations of cultural development- the idea of the gentleman was not
conceivable.21
New England had the advantage of a theocratic gentry that helped the
region to advance culturally. Their attitudes toward intellectual endeavors made
Yankee and educator similar in meaning. America's "genteel tradition" clung to
their cultural heritage of Europe. It was these traditions that civilized America. 22
In the years 1690-1790, following the pioneer era of expansionism, James
Fenimore Cooper noted a competitive stage of unification. Communities formed
their own cultures and the gentry became defined as a functioning class -
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according to English culture. It was a time of sentimentality, a yearning for what

had gone before. It was a time of social unrest and political polarization that was
gaining momentum.

23

It culminated into what is recorded in history as the revolutionary period ,a
time of cultural and political upheaval. This is when many of the gentlemen class
turned Tory. This young nation, led by its gentlemen, created a revolution. Two
predominant solutions came from the country's new needs:
"1 . Federalist John Adams proposed a limited reconstitution of the classfunction balanced and monitored by the gentry. 2. Jeffersonians proposed
dissolution of the class and depended upon the democratic process to bring forth
24

the natural gentleman to public service."

The combination of experience as a nation and the Industrial Revolution
profoundly changed America . A large portion of the population desired to join
the gentry class because of their increased standard of living and the expansion
of literacy. Competition among people became fierce as they clamored to
become part of the "Best Society," either by exclusion or by the creation of their
25

own society.

The prevailing atmosphere of the exclusive nature associated with the
concept of gentleman repulsed many Americans who shunned the concept of
gentlemanliness, yet others were simply willing to recognize the death of the
gentry as a class. E merson made the concept "to be a gentleman is an inward
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rtchness naturally productive of outward beauty and kindness" popular. The
gentleman's ideal of the Jefferson and Emerson perspectives needed to become
part of America's economic and political democracy.

26

Birth and wealth, attributes of character, courtesy and cultivation, and
function in society capsulated the philosophic concept of the American
gentleman. This ideal combination of characteristics did not come close to the
realism of the era. Ironies and contradictions blurred the meaning of what it
meant to be a gentleman in America. 27
In regard to birth, Abraham Lincoln was a near-perfect example of the
natural gentleman for which America is praised. And yet, America is also
recognized for its aristocratic talent exemplified by Thomas Jefferson. The notion
of "good birth" has been rationalized by writers such as James Fenimore Cooper
and Oliver Wendell Holmes. 28
Without wealth and leisure, the opportunity to develop the intellect of the
class of gentleman would not have been possible. But, it was their pursuit of
wealth and leisure and flamboyant excessiveness, an absorption of materialism
that led to the gentry's demise. John Adams sought after literary pursuits while
Jefferson charged Virginia planters with excessiveness and waste, but
succumbed to a lifestyle that led him into bankruptcy. Most struggled to maintain
a balance of wealth between security for America and its freedom. 29
25
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Other contradictions came to the forefront that clouded the perception of
the gentleman. Exclusivity of class was diametrically opposite the aspirations of
courtesy and function as role model in society. The more formal conventions of
etiquette and manners did not agree with the expression of kindness, with
courtesy, as a foremost judgment. The idea of gentleman as a function clashed
with the concept of the gentleman as a tradition of class. 30
Historically and traditionally the philosophic concept of the American
gentleman, the genteel tradition, was responsible for the preservation of a
system of values and its expression in everyday American life. His function in
America has been kept alive by his service to society as "genteel tradition,"
which has been socially responsible.31
The assimilation of democracy and the gentleman is best understood by
the writings of American authors from Jefferson forward who best expressed
America's way-of-thinking. "A culture is often best expressed in literature and
literature often plays a decisive role in any culture- everything influences it.
Narration, symbolism, and interior suggestion enlighten the reader's mind
sometimes capturing more effectively a loyalty to myth and ideal. Sometimes an
overt cultural situation is interpreted to create the new myth and the new ideal of
value significantly adding to the pattern of covert culture."32
American writers are gifted and excel in their ability to create. The concept
of the gentleman as a normal outlook toward life has provided writers a frame of
30
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reference to connect with their readers . It is a given system of values fed by
national experience. The ideal of the gentleman is a shared cultural concept
between writer and audience reflecting a system of values, part myth and part
rea1.

33

The gentleman in American life played a significant role in history and
culture. The concept of gentleman discovered by the reader of American
literature is awed to discover how difficult it could be to attain the aspired ideal of
the gentleman. The careful reader often marvels at discovering how intellectually
rigorous and morally strenuous the ideal could be. Yet, germinated in the depth
of Americanism, the gentleman is the heart and soul of America. 34
How richly the concept of the gentleman is engrained in American culture.
It works in the minds of America's classic writers and thinkers and directly affects
their works. Adams and Jefferson described their differences in terms of
gentlemanliness - each contributed to America's destiny from their perspectives.
Washington Irving, Edgar Allan Poe, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and James
'

Russell Lowell all spoke of gentlemanliness. It was the center framework of both
Cooper and Emerson's thinking and the list goes on and on. 35
It extends beyond the Golden Age - a time of great happiness and
prosperity - in William Dean Howell's conception of socialism in terms of the
gentleman. The aestheticisms of Henry James exist only in a gentlemanly
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ere The vitality of the gentleman in American literature and life are
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shared sentiments by such men and women of influence as Frank Norris, Edith
Wharton, Ellen Glasgow, Willa Cather, E.A. Robinson, and Vachel Lindsay. 36
There is value is studying the history of the gentleman in America, to
recognize its influence on the best in life that is around us. It is the ideal that
presents to the individual American living in a democracy order in the pursuit of
daily living. The ideal of the gentleman or gentlewoman is the pursuit of
excellence in the human experience.37
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Chapter 3
Decline of the Gentleman

In the late nineteenth century, the tradition of gentlemen -society's role
model that epitomized graciousness and courtesy - reached its highest level.
The chasm that divided the gentleman from the unrefined, often crude,
industrialist widened. But, it was the personified gentleman himself that brought
about the demise of the gentleman tradition. 1
Nineteenth-century historians believed the genteel was synonymous with
corruption and immorality. Corruption and immorality did not cause the demise
of the gentleman. It was their obsessive insistence on exact decorum. The
gentry's perspective was perhaps best described by James Russell Lowell who
wrote, "Let no man write a line that he would not have his daughter read." The
editors of Scribner's, Harper's, and the Atlantic Monthly censored any copy or
artwork that would upset its readership during the late nineteenth century.
Ultimately, this censorship led to a revolt by artisans in an effort to maintain and
further establish cultural interests in society. 2
Barrett Wendell, an expert in Elizabethan literature, was deeply disturbed
about the gentleman's "self-analytic inaction," so typical of Wendell's generation.
The gentry's lack of influence was the result of the their demands for exact
decorum coupled with their underlying decadent behavior. The gentry yearned
1
2
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tor a more congenial past. Tainted by pessimism brought about by social and
political change, they became consumed with a sense of hopelessness and
• 3

desparr.

Fiction and magazines, the new mass literature, swept away the gentry in
a flood of sentimentalism. This sentimentality and the influence of the lady,
female gentry, strongly affected the gentleman's way of life. Henry James
strongly resisted this "womanization," that feminine influence on all of his
generation. He winced at the thought that the era's masculine power and
dominance had diminished under the lady's influence. The idea that the tradition
of gentleman, proud of its maleness, was represented by the lady was ludicrous
to James. 4
Before the Civil War, the gentry independently and aggressively asserted
itself on American society. The affluent businessmen benefited from social
connections and financial interactions with the gentry. James Fenimore Cooper
admonished both the businessman and the gentleman to resolve their cultural
differences, to heal this country's social problem, and move forward into the
twentieth century as a unified economic power. 5
But, after the Civil War, the elite businessman and the gentry parted
company, and it was the gentry who suffered for the break. The old-money
families of commerce did not share the same cultural interests as the newly
arrived industrial, financial, and utilities businessman. Edith Wharton witnessed
3
4
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thiS upheaval in society beginning in the 1880s. The affluent from Pittsburgh and
the west captured and set the tone for New York society. The old-family elite's
strict observance of the rules of decorum plummeted to mere discretionary
observance. Money reorganized everything socially and economically creating a
one-level society. Earlier rankings of class provided an element of stability to
American society. Everyone knew what was expected of his class, which
created a relative social stability. The gentry were no longer the nation's role
model. The new-money elite now shared that pinnacle of power and influence
over the nation. Cultural standards were replaced by the common standard of
money. The shift in values rocked the nation as the gentleman's code of
behavior went the way of the gentry. The economic elite became the nation's
role models with no organized standard of behavior.6
By the late 1800s, the economic elite wielded great power and influence
on American society. During the 1830s, this group hovered on the outer fringes
of society. Although the elite copied the outward appearance of the gentry, they
fell prey to pretentious lifestyles, gluttons for a showy indulgence. Society's rock
of stability, the gentry, no longer held a discerning influence over society and it
fell apart in the wake of the economic elite transforming America.7
The basic courtesies and manners of the gentry lost much of its value
because of the social transitions. The covert process of "diffusion, expropriation,
and dilution" resulted in a general convention of manners. The gentry's own
s Ibid., 276.
6
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of education promoted gentry manners and values to recruit all of society
the tradition of gentleman. During the transfusion process, gentility as a
code of conduct and a system of values, unexpectedly suffered from
miscommunication and subjective interpretation.8
A significant part of the dissemination process was the expropriation of
gentry manners into the business community. In 1836, Charles Butler noted that
businesses lacked credibility. A calculated change in business methods in the
late nineteenth century implemented the theory of Chesterfield's philosophy that
"gentility was the art of pleasing."9
A thin veneer of "please" and "thank you" gift-wrapped commercialism by
the turn of the century. In 1889, Lucy Larcom voiced her consternation about the
definition of lady, as a "giver of sympathy and service," had lost its meaning.
Each and every woman in America was now considered a "lady" because every
person was imagined to be as worthy as another of that reference.10
Society's focus for role models shifted from the gentry to the socioeconomic elite, as the gatekeepers of courtesy and manners became the role
models in society. Meanwhile, Americans voraciously consumed newly
published etiquette books. Harvard's Charles Eliot Norton was convinced that
the decay of manners could be attributed to the cutting of the umbilical cord
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between society and gentry heredity. Manners and good breeding were once
synonymous, but definitions and perceptions changed completely in the 1880s. 11
In 1909, Robert Underwood Johnson, an editor of Gentry magazine,
chided the gentry for neglecting the teaching of their children and servants their
code of gentry conduct which exemplified by courtesy and good manners with
the underpinnings of good breeding. Johnson believed that gentility was a code
of a class; if the class became obsolete, so would the code of conduct. Johnson
and numerous other well-known educators, authors, and thinkers wrote several
articles as their final campaign for the "simple ceremonies of deference."12
Thomas Nelson Page, a Southern contemporary of Johnson, blamed the
demise of courtesy and manners on the social-economic elite. Driven by their
passion for affluence, the common courtesies of life were ignored. He believed a
reevaluation of values and a rational approach to consumerism was the only
hope of reinstating the usage of good manners. It was society's absorption in
self-gratification that dissolved the more recently acquired characteristic of
kindness. 13
Page and Johnson staunchly affirmed between themselves that the
dismemberment of manners and their usage in democracy fell to the social
economic elite rather than mass society. It was the deceptive concept of equality
in democratic America that annulled the respectful countenance and behavior of
recently arrived immigrants. It was the responsibility of the elite, the privileged,
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to sustain and maintain the uttermost standard of excellence. Johnson noted
that college students from affluent families were often the worst mannered. This
was not prevalent in just one generation, but several. Family responsibility for
imparting the refinements of gentility fell to the women. When children failed to
display proper decorum, it was also the woman who was charged with neglecting
their training.

14

Charles William Eliot, president of Harvard University, strongly believed
that manners should be consistent in a democracy and responsibility shared
among the family, the school, the church, and government agents. He felt the
success of democracy in society weighed heavily upon "mutually good will,
kindliness, and cooperation." As an educator, he was keenly aware of the
socializing function of the schools and stressed the importance of teaching
morals and manners in the classroom.15
Throughout the nineteenth century, the social climate of manners
changed drastically. Democracy nourished the natural gentleman's
independence and individuality. By the end of the century, social equality and
common rights and duties of citizenship were the very heart of American
attributes. The American's manners must expedite social and business
transactions among all social and cultural levels of men.
The "dispersion of civility," a central concept of America's mass-society,
eliminated independence of character. This independence of character was the
13
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one quality that made the gentleman the complete individual. The new
democratic prototype traded his independence of character for the benefit of
16

warm fellowship among the many.

An "incapacitating nervous illness" plagued the late nineteenth century
gentry, another sign of the demise of the gentleman. John Quincy Adams, one
of the many prominent gentry leaders afflicted by this malady, fell ill because of
financial stress. This incapacitating nervous illness appears often referred in
historical records. Theodore Roosevelt considered the gentry's attention to
"obligation and responsibility" an attribute of "manliness." The stress of striving
for ideals on the gentry turned inward, an internalized discipline. Irving Babbit
called it an "inner check." William Graham Sumner knew that he had worked
himself into a state of both physical and emotional exhaustion, almost to the
point of a nervous breakdown. George Miller Beard, a New York neurologist and
physician, coined the term "neurasthenia" from his studies of gentry nervous
disorders. Beard recorded a severe increase in nervous symptoms between
1850 and 1880, which included insomnia, dyspepsia, heart palpitations, vertigo,
headaches, depression, etc. Beard discovered from European doctors that the
pace of modern civilization caused such nervous disorders. The Industrial
Revolution, specialization, punching a time clock, and the advent of mass
communications (the telegraph) predisposed people to stress-related illnesses. 17
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Most of Beard's patients were gentry who felt the weighty burden of their
cultural responsibility. The refinement of the gentleman developed during a
period of history when there was more time for leisure and cultural pursuits.
Changes in ethnicity and regional decline added to the frustration and
p~ssimism that was prominent among the gentry in the late nineteenth century.

Immigrants replaced "old Yankee stock" which disintegrated the ethnic-regional
heritage. Internal migration within the region from rural areas to new
manufacturing towns in Massachusetts raised the number of immigrants. In New
England, urban residents outnumbered rural residents four to one. 18
Changes in occupation during the decade of the 1870s also adversely
affected the way of gentry; the number of professionals more than doubled.
Although the professional class of workers observed a civic type of virtue, their
role in society maintained no structured or organized standard of conduct.
Compared to the gentry, they were lacking in a consistent pattern of behavior
and as a class considered inferior to the gentry. Beginning in 1830, the flood of
foreigners also made a strong impact on the gentry. By 1880, there were
793,122 foreign born residents and an estimated 1.2 million second generation
descendants of immigrants in New England. The birthrate of the foreign
population was twice the Yankee stock - no longer was the region conducive to
producing the natural gentleman.19
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New England itself as a region underwent its own season of irreversible
change as manual labor opened up to secondary occupations. Traditionally,
women maintained the household. Now, the girls were sent off to school and the
women transferred their domestic responsibilities to servants. The women
traditionally represented the family as the one responsible for educating the
children in courteous behavior and good manners, the way of the gentry. Women
tended to become fragile and married late in life, if they did marry and gave birth
to few children. This change in the home environment increased the incidents of
nervousness among women.20
In 1894, Philadelphia historian Sydney G Fisher, noted the "cultural
significance of regionalism." He explained why America's leading men of letters
had all been born between 1780 and 1825 - most in Massachusetts. The only
common denominator among these men was the stability of the population
before the 1820s; America's most notable literary figures all had a welldeveloped sensitivity and "rapport" nurtured by a cohesive sense of community.
This, Fisher believed, was the essential prerequisite for cultural achievement. 21
Population changes and diluted regional culture predisposed the gentry to
appropriate racist attitudes. Mental characteristics and propensities are mostly
inherited , but when famous families faded away during one century, their
descendants were cut off from their cultural heritage. The ascent to power of
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great financiers, whose control of credit and markets eradicated gentry financial
autonomy, which adversely affected gentry interests. 22
The Jew, a symbol of the "status revolution," represented an alien threat
to the regional stability of the gentry culture. Like the elite, the Jews newly made
money threatened gentry values and interests. Even though Jewish blood
flowed through the veins of some of New England's Puritans, they criticized
those Jews who lived in the region, as they did the elite.23
Early in the twentieth century, many of the gentry exchanged their status
in society for the status of a professional with its own set of characteristics and
standards. These values and standards were not necessarily incongruent with
gentry values and standards, but their specialization narrowed their perspective
to that of their associates. Doctors, lawyers, and teachers now considered their
ideals and values commensurate to that of their profession. Change of
associates and the expectations of their profession deflated society's esteem for
the gentry.24
Intellect distinguished the gentry from the mere intelligence associated
with any group of professionals. Intellectuals lacked a definite and distinct social
status because they were distributed among numerous occupational and social
groups. F. Scott Fitzgerald remarked, "My generation of radicals and
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breakersdown never found anything to take the place of the old virtues of work
and courage and the old graces of courtesy and politeness."25
Followers of Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer Moore, the New Humanists,
attributed the demise of gentry leadership in society to the deficits of the
democratic mass society- "a huge mass of stigmatized mediocrity." Babbitt
denigrated the self-gratification focus in the pursuit of happiness and "full-blown
commercial insolence" in America's mass society. He considered democracy," in
practice, standardized and commercialized melo-drama."26
Babbitt and the New Humanists recognized democracy's system of selfgovernment, with its inherent flaws, had replaced leadership. Leadership is vital
in a democracy, but Babbitt and the New Humanists questioned whether those
who powered the nation would direct and constrain America's mass society and
speculated that they would exploit it for some private interests. Babbitt placed
high hopes in a resurrection of the gentry as "civilization's savior." The New
Humanists chagrined at how the standards and values of the gentry suffered
from group affiliation. At the turn of the century, some gentry engrossed
themselves in the Progressive Reform movements, anxious about "public issues
of the economic class conflict." They turned a deaf ear to the humanists'
warning; their interest was self-serving. Young radicals, hypnotized by idealism,
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followed the youth-oriented movement of socialism. Gentry ideals were
27

incongruent with contemporary American ideologies.

In 1935, it was evident to Henry Dwight Sedgwick that the gentleman was
once a composite of intellect, social graces, and morality, as an example of the
ideal man. The gentry type served as a role model, a guide to a code of
standards and rules of behavior. What the gentry discerned as "distinctions of
quality" proved unacceptable to the democratic masses. A dwindling number of
gentry embraced their gentry heritage and devoted themselves to courteous
behavior, worthy causes in service to society. They were unable to maintain the
positive and optimistic attitude experienced during earlier years in such an
unreceptive environment. Overcome with futility and despair, the gentry faded
from society, and with them went their gracious influence. 28
The longevity of gentility adrift in democracy's mass society flowed with
the ebb and swell of liberal individualism. Liberalism was driven by the ideas
and ideals of sensitive men supposedly directed by intelligence. The educated
man, trained in technical skills and contemporary knowledge, functioned well in a
mobile society. Their perspective found its own level on common ground.
Liberalism, as an international philosophy, translated to righteous and rational
viewpoints, release from prejudice and narrowness of mind; liberalism and
gentility were conceptually one. James Fenimore Cooper strongly believed in
the "cosmopolitanism" of the class of gentry. The concept played a central idea
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in his novels Homeward Bound and Home as Found. American gentry decorum,
comparable with that of the Europeans, flowed smoothly on either side of the
.

29

Atlant 1c.

Early in the nineteenth century, the ambience of the gentry was basically
optimistic and emphasized two facets of liberalism. One facet idealized labor as
a positive and creative expression of an individual's abilities and interests. This
replaced the previous aristocratic ideal of leisure. According to Harriet
Martineau, the hero of the new society was the artisan inspired by poets and
martyrs. 30
A second facet emphasized the cultural potential of a republic that
facilitated regional self-government and attracted international talents. The
United States' educational system provided the impetus and opportunity for
talent development, unlike a monarchy that limits educational and cultural
development to the privileged class. 31
The American gentry's hope of leading the young democratic society
dissolved into despair. The gentry functioned well in a stable society, but since
the Civil War, the ideals of the gentry became obscure and unrelated to the new
government's fresh ideologies. Various forms of collective behavior coalesced to
mirror the new society, but the way of the gentry was not practical in America's
new social and economic system. 32
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After Alexis de Tocqueville toured the United States in 1831 and 1832, he
wrote two volumes about Democracy in America. He said where social
conditions are equal, men owed nothing to anyone and expected nothing from
anyone. Americans develop the habit of independence and come to believe that
their whole destiny is in their own hands. Tocqueville said Americans are the
freest and most privileged men in the best of circumstances but they brood about
the advantages they do not possess. This curious moroseness is a symptom of
democracy engendered by the delusion of an unlimited future. The universal
competition of freedom is a barrier to success - although desire in America is
unlimited, achievement is not. 33
Democracy strongly influences social intercourse, but it lacks the
cohesiveness to bind one individual to another. Therefore, courteous behavior
and good will suffers, seemingly incongruent with independent thinking and
behavior cherished by the young country. In America, said Tocqueville, men
unacquainted with each other frequent the same places. They neither seek nor
avoid interaction. They do not care to display or conceal their position in the
world. If they do not talk, it is because they are not in a mood to converse, not
because it is in their best interest to be silent. 34
In an aristocratic society, in contrast to democracy, only a select few
people manage everything; therefore they determine and require conventional
rules of conduct, which govern social intercourse. Aristocratic society serves as
33
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a model to the populace and provides rules of politeness and prescribes a
system of administration. When distinctions of social order are removed , the
rules of good breeding, and standards of behavior are not acceptable to all.
Rules and conventions of courtesy then become subject to personal
interpretation and demonstration.35
According to Tocqueville, because distinctions of rank in civil and political
society are slight in America, people do not feel compelled to pay any particular
courtesy to any fellow citizen, nor expect any such behavior from them. The
American either does not perceive a rude behavior or chooses to overlook the
infraction. The result is a disparity of manners and deficit of courteous behavior
and character that reflects mass society. 36
Democracy is inclined to give Americans high-minded notions about
themselves and their country. When an American travels abroad, he is stuffed
with national pride and becomes offended if Europeans are not as equally
impressed with the United States or its people. In Europe wealth and birth still
retain numerous privileges and latitudes; Americans are ignorant of their place
relative to others.37
Though an American is perplexed, yet fascinated, by European rankings
of class, he does not know exactly what respect is due him or even what
considerations to expect. He is anxious about placing himself too high or too low
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In the ranking. Tocqueville believes this anxiety is confusing to an American and
as a result, he commits behavior that embarrasses himself and those in his
company. He becomes frustrated, weighs every action, interrogates every
glance, and scrutinizes all actions of the European, fearful that he failed to
recognize a cause to take offense.
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According to Tocqueville, an American further compounds his
embarrassment by constantly expressing admiration for the equality that prevails
in the United States. Yet, in the same context, he bears contempt for it, and
presents himself as an exception. An American often boasts of relation to
European founders of the colonies and embellishes himself with the proceeds of
affluence, afraid that he is perceived as a common by-product of democracy. He
strives to appropriate even the slightest rules of etiquette while in Europe,
although once back in the United States, his affection for borrowed manners
wanes.39
Because social scale is less of an issue in America, poverty and affluence
cease to be attributed to heredity. The laborer, thinking highly of himself and his
rights, becomes drugged by great ambition and grand desires, and is tormented
by insatiable wants. He becomes frustrated because he envies his employer's
profits and contrives to extract a greater amount himself. 40
Tocqueville said, Americans are obsessed with the pursuit of happiness
as they strive to acquire great wealth and an abundance of material goods. It is
38
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that driving competitive spirit that compels them to ignore common courtesies
that interrupt their pursuits. Their behavior and their actions seem to be of little
importance to them in their interaction with others.

41

Americans seem oblivious to the importance men place on courtesy and
manners. The temperature of the social and political climate influences
American behavior. Courtesy, demonstrated by manners, is the foundation of
character on which to build other qualities and virtues. They are sometimes the
result of arbitrary conventions of men, both natural and acquired. 42
Some notable men in society take on a natural greatness that they
express as expressed by their manners. They do not fear the loss of wealth so
they are free to involve themselves in large-scale projects while leaving smaller
details to the care of others. They feel a haughty disdain for the petty concerns
and practical interests of others. In their thoughts they assume a natural
greatness that their manners denote. In a democracy, daily life is extremely
petty with few opportunities to rise above domestic interests therefore the people
a generally devoid of dignity. 43
Mores in democracy remain too inconsistent for any group of men to
establish a code of conduct and force men to follow it. Each man behaves
according to his own personal style creating an incoherent form of manners there is no one general model to emulate. Men have lost their common law of
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behavior. Manners without regularity, and men void of dignity, produce a
populace without constraint.

44

According to Tocqueville, when equality of conditions is long established
and complete for a long time, all like-minded individuals' manners are
characterized by numerous lesser diversities, but not by any significant
differences. They are never completely alike nor is there any great perceivable
differences among them. Their social condition is the same. Although American
manners are similar, their differences are detectable when examined more
closely.4s
In Tocqueville's opinion, the manners of democratic people have several
admirable qualities. Although their manners are not as polished as the
gentleman's in an aristocratic society, they are never as coarse either. They
have not had the benefit of training or are they of the same thinking about a
uniform set of conventions, but they are generally more sincere than those of the
refined elite. 46
Democracy does not establish any conduct of behavior, in fact, it
withstands any standard of convention, this nation which so highly regards its
independence. Men cannot emulate what they cannot conceive. They have no
idea what aristocratic principles were without the benefit of witnessing them.
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"Habit and education prepared the heart and taste" for aristocratic manners. A
democratic people can neither comprehend them nor desire such manners.47
Aristocratic manners did not equate to virtue, but they sometimes adorned
virtue itself. It was not a common occurrence to witness a powerful class of men
whose every word and action appeared to be governed by a higher level of
thinking and feeling- by an "urbanity of manners." Even though the illusion was
often an illegitimate one, such manners cast a pleasant spell over human nature,
and indeed, it was a noble satisfaction to witness. 46
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Chapter 4
Remarks on Rudeness
Each generation tends to idealize the previous generation. Perpetually,
individuals throughout history search for a reprieve from the stress by casting a
nostalgic gaze into the past. It is those "good ole days" when life was simpler,
quieter, slower, when there was time for family and friends, and people were
kinder and courteous.
Idealizing the past can create unrealistic expectations of the present and
create dissatisfaction for what exists now in our culture and society. Each
generation and every era has value and positive aspects. A reality check,
examining paradigms, may best help discern where we are concerning rudeness
and manners. Americans' perceptions of history, like those of the earlier gentry,
may be distorted by sentimentality. For example, the signers of the Declaration
of Independence were not necessarily the courteous and considerate role
models Americans would like to believe. Most of the 56 men who signed the
Declaration of Independence were not omniscient statesmen, but real people
with real problems and subject to the proclivities of human nature.
The Founding Fathers were often no more farsighted or more appropriate
in their conduct than those who now occupy the seats of government. They
were real people with real problems and faults. In fact, some of those who
signed the Declaration were not admiral men at all; but vain and arrogant
statesmen. Several spent time in prison. Some were not involved at all in the
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building of the Declaration of Independence, approximately a half-dozen signers.
Yet, these men tend to be idealized in the annals of history and in the minds of
Americans.

1

America's memory of the incident is limited to what has been recorded
throughout history, which tends to conceptualize and fictionalize the birth of this
nation. The reality does not always fit the impression. For example, it is not
common knowledge that William Williams of Connecticut likely did not arrive until
late July. The official embossed copy was ready for signing August 2. 2
Charles Carroll was ready to head back home to Maryland . He was sick
of the lot and wrote, "We murder time and chat away in idle, impertinent talk."
He complained that members of Congress were too "fond of talking, and not
much addicted to thinking." Americans have invested the signers with greater
significance than perhaps they deserve. How famous are they actually?
Everyone seems to know John Hancock, the pompous Bostonian so taken with
himself that the other delegates entitled him "King Hancock." Jefferson is
remembered for writing the document, but not for sitting in the back of the room
with Ben Franklin fuming while on July 3 and 4 delegates blue-penciled his
prose. Sam and John Adams were there -two of the colonies' best-known
politicians.3
The names of the majority of the 56 signers faded rapidly into obscurity.
They are remembered for their courage, for committing this act of treason, for
1
2
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putting their lives and wealth on the line with their signature. But, at that time, it
was not the event that we idealize today. Although the signing of the Declaration
did make the front page of the "Pennsylvania Gazette" of July 10, 1776, so did a
runaway cow.

4

Although the names of the men who signed the Declaration may never
have been seen in print again, the results of their signature, the inception of a
new democratic nation, had a profound effect on American culture. Etiquette
advisors who focused on the private and personal matters of society found
themselves caught up in the public and political issues of their time.
According to political scientist Judith Sklar, "The boundaries between
acceptable and intolerable inequalities were a burning issue for Americans from
the first. Somewhere there had to be a line that marked off legitimate differences
of wealth and talent from unacceptable, undemocratic, and unrepublican political
manners and activities." 5 The drawing of certain class boundaries was
unmistakable.
Those who promoted social and cultural standards were caught between
two perspectives. Those who clung to the aristocratic notions of cultural
heritage, both Europeans and Americans, considered Americans vulgar and their
independent nature of a democracy too removed to acquire any social graces.
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And the second opposing faction , democratic detractors, considered the outcry

tor refinement and civility vain pursuits to satisfy class interests. 6
Basil Hall's "Travels in North America" (1829), Frances Trollope's
"Domestic Manners of the Americans" (1832) and Captain Frederick Marryat's
"Diary of America" (1839) provided an on-going list of crude Americans and their
social shortcomings and infractions of a young democracy. Europeans believed
Americans, to be void of cohesive social standards; Americans' determination to
assert their independence and equality could not be civilized. Foreign visitors,
according to the ir standards, considered the white working class American void
of any redeeming social graces. 7
Trollope felt that slavery itself seemed "far less injurious to the manners
and morals of the (American) people than the fallacious ideal of equality so
fondly cherished by the working classes of the white population in America."
Trollope implied that in order for Americans to become civil they must first
become servile. English visitors, in particular, found it difficult to overlook the
inconsistency and contradictions of American manners.8
Complaints against the uncouth Americans improprieties ranged from dirty
laundry to disruptive, unruly behavior. Some were convinced that the American,
in general, had no idea of his or her proper place in society. An example of a
reception following Andrew Jackson's inauguration offers credence to this
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accusation. A riotous group of men, women, and children swept through the
White House leaving confusion, destruction and chaos in its path. 9
Etiquette advisors did not accept the antidemocratic judgments of foreign
visitors that their fellow Americans were exceptionally crude and socially inept.
However, the advisors did recognize that Americans need to develop a culture of
civility and to establish some standard of behavior, a code of manners, to
regulate and facilitate social and economic intercourse. It was not that social
graces were not often lacking in Europe, but its class structure kept the rude and
vulgar physically removed from the refined affluent. 10
At the beginning of the twentieth century, another American etiquette
advisor noted that European shopkeepers and cabbies in the economic market
found it financially advantageous to behave respectfully toward customers. What
was perhaps perceived as social deference to customers was actually good
business sense, not unlike that in a democracy. Those in commercial society,
who followed the prescriptions in etiquette literature, did not do so out of a strong
sense of propriety, but for the self-interest of financial gain. In the late 1880s,
when social inequality in the United States became a burning issue, etiquette
writer Lydia White wrote, "We are all forced, in spite of individual objections and
I

I
I

protests , to put into practice the national theory of equality."11
Etiquette writers recorded the deluge of changes from the age of Jackson
to the age of Cleveland, Harrison and McKinley. They continually stressed a
9
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need to adopt an American code of manners that would expedite social
intercourse and tone down the independent nature of democracy. Numerous
writers during the decades of the 1880s and 1890s emphasized the need for
courtesy and manners as "the machinery of society." The concept created the
impression that each piece of the machinery must function efficiently as a whole,
with no one part of greater value or of more importance than the value of the
whole. 12
Americans are caught in the struggle between collective achievement as a
nation and individual achievement. It is a dichotomy of American society with the
major stress placed upon personal achievement, especially secular occupational
achievement. The pressure to succeed and the ideal of the self-made man is
typical of an American success stories. 13
The concept of the Protestant work ethic has become the foundation of
democratic capitalism. Material success and spiritual fulfillment are the rewards
for frugality and industrious effort. America's "land of opportunity' has come to
mean that advancements came solely from personal initiative. The destruction
of hereditary obstacles, perceived as stumbling blocks, lead to the belief that
success depended upon initiative alone. As part of the American work ethic,
people thus turned away from self-indulgence, by saving and working hard, with
the hope and belief in a financially and spiritually rewarding future.14
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Over time, such high expectations became evaporated, and the virtues of
a work ethic and values lost their appeal. In the opinion of Christopher Lasch,
the competitive nature of America's unstable economy has created an
atmosphere of despair and discouragement. The earlier definition of success no
longer applies to the average American who seeks to enjoy whatever pleasures
that can be gleaned here and now. 15
In such an unstable society, common courtesies and other simple
considerations for the needs of others are pushed aside. A new ethic of selfpreservation emerged, beginning in the 1960s. The Puritans believed that a
godly man worked for the benefit of the community as a whole, not to
accumulate personal wealth. The Puritan way of thinking gave in to the Yankee
in New England who prospered in rum and the slave trades. Then a more
secularized version of Protestant ethic surfaced to include material comfort and
self-improvement. According to Lasch, by the nineteenth century, this ideal had
degenerated into an obsession of needs and wants exploited by industry.
Values and money became relative terms.16
The early nineteenth-century press for success placed minimal focus on
competition; achievement was measured against the ideal of discipline and selfdenial. However, by the beginning of the twentieth centu·ry, success emphasized
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a more competitive nature. Self-discipline and self-denial was no longer the
driving force it had once been earlier in the century.

17

As America entered the twentieth century, industrial employers saw the
working man as a producer. Many worked in the factory twelve or fourteen hours
with little time for leisure. Few in America realized that an economy based on
mass production required both the organization of production and the pursuit of
consumption and leisure. 18
Once the American economy reached the point of satisfying basic
material needs, it turned to creating new consumer demands. Mass media
promoted a value system based on the concept of appearances. It became
increasingly important to "have" as mass media promoted accumulation. Once
the basic needs were met, the idea was to create an insatiable demand for
perceived needs and wants. 19
The masses developed an appetite for not only goods but for new
experiences and personal fulfillment. This insatiable desire to appropriate often
gives rise to a philosophy of futility and disappointment with achievement.
People become complacent and no longer strive to change their working
conditions; instead, they seek status not comfort by accumulating new and
improved goods and experiencing new services.20
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Advertising, used to promote consumption, creates envy and a bevy of
accompanying anxieties. Beginning in the early years of the twentieth century,
advertising has identified itself with a sweeping change of values, a "revolution of
manners and morals." Self-absorption makes it difficult to focus on the needs of
others. The demands of the mass-consumption economy made the work ethic
obsolete for many workers; the concept of labor shifted from moral obligation to
partaking of the fruits of consumption. Aristocratic habits of exchanging old
possessions for new ones now extend to the masses by mass production of
luxury items. Mass production attacks ideologies based on postponement of
gratification, an ally to the sexual revolution. The advertising industry encourages
the pseudo-emancipation of women and the elevation of young people to the
status of full-fledged consumers distinguishing the freedom to consume as
genuine autonomy.21
America's ability to consume has become a status symbol; our
possessions makes inequalities blatantly more obvious. According to Lasch, it is
the tyranny of the commercial classes, when the relative worth of the goods must
be recognizable to people who do not have the time or ability to make subtle
judgments. This need is met by designer names on the outside of clothes where
everyone can read them. 22 The symbol of status is seen on the car or on the
seat of someone's pants - it's all in the label.
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success is no longer judged by how old possessions are but by
demonstrating the ability to afford the latest designer symbol. Etiquette advisor
Judith Martin believes that two classes exist in America: those who believe in
"making a statement" with dry goods and those who feel they don't have to
bother. Americans spend a lot of time running around shopping malls buying
things they do not need or can not afford. 23
It would be preferable to base individual value based on behavior, rather
than on commerce, as dictated by expenditure. Society's manners and its social
conduct must continually adapt to its prevailing values which influence behavior.
A code of manners for aesthetic reasons is difficult to disseminate and not
everyone agrees upon the same behavior as appropriate in any given situation.
Today, as individual is exposed to many radically different value systems. In the
past an individual lived, as a rule, in a community that shared a sense of what
was permissible. Unseemly behavior fell into predictable categories- adultery,
cruelty, greed- and was carried on in fairly conventional ways. Today, through
the media, an individual is exposed to virtually every value system held by any
human being. 24
Differing value systems- a change in ethics- are the strongest threat to
courtesy. Joseph T. Plummer argued in his article "Changing Values' (1989)
says that "society in the United States and other Western nations is in the
process of changing fundamentally from an ethic of self-denial to an ethic of self-
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realization .25 " He predicted that this trend would become more evident over the
next several decades.
Psychologist Abraham Maslow established the concept of "selfactualization" as one of the levels of human needs. He stated that once the
lower-level needs are satisfied, an individual becomes discontented and
dissatisfied if self-actualization is not a part of that person's life. This concept of
self-actualization meant self-fulfillment, living up to one's potential. 26
Self-actualization conflicts with courtesy when it becomes an ethic rather
than merely a part of a system of classifying needs. This ethic is built on the
existentialist idea of the rightness and necessity of being oneself. To break the
cultural restraints that inhibit one from being oneself is good. For some, this
basically positive concept has become an excuse to ignore the needs and
preferences of others. In doing so, many become increasingly discourteous.
Self-actualization becomes a negative concept when it becomes an excuse or a
rationale for self-gratification.27
A large population of maturing adults, those who have developed out of
this movement, has decided to focus on self-interest and materialism. They
have a heightened sense of entitlement and lofty expectations. It becomes too
simple for the wealthy, with a subjective perspective, to believe "if I want it I
deserve it - whatever 'it' may be. Baby boomers must now compete against
each other for scarce resources and upward mobility in the corporate
25
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environment. Younger managers and officers, impatient for advancement,
become callous toward subordinates. 28
In American society, men gauge their accomplishments against the
achievements of others. They equate success with fame, power, and riches.
Self-approval is affirmed by personal attributes not accomplishments. Men seek
envy and character caves in to vanity because the focus is directed toward self.
The "self-sacrificing company man of the Fifties has become an anachronism."29
The aspiration of fame and wealth and the possibility of failure both center
on preoccupation with self. This line of thinking was the onset of the "new
consciousness." Narcissism and self-absorption dominates the mind set of
contemporary society. This preoccupation with self distances Americans from
those suffering around them: poverty, racism, and injustice. Their conscience is
seared . Desperation, not complacency, causes self-absorption which feeds the
awareness movement. Personal life deteriorates beginning with the struggle of
all against all. 30
The civil contentiousness, pervasive in American society, rises from

1

I

loneliness, inauthenticity, and a haunting inner emptiness. The social turmoil
that surrounds everyone creates a self-preservation mentality to the point of near
desperation. Personal life takes on a social order of lawlessness. People
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become reclusive as they pull away form contact with others living for the
moment. Concern for need and feelings of others becomes anesthetized. 31
Narcissism is a means of coping with the trauma and troubles congruent
with contemporary life. Everyone has this preoccupation with self in varying
degrees. But, when a constant climate of social unrest breaks down community
attachments, it is inclined to produce men and women who are typically
antisocial. Outwardly the narcissist molds the self to the prevailing configuration
of society. But, he or she perceives the self as a rebel and an outlaw inwardly.
Often their perception of others becomes so distorted that they view others
negatively.32
Isolation coupled with emptiness nurtures the ethic of self-preservation.
This pressing anxiety for psychic survival is innately subjective in nature. The
complexities of inner conflict are projected onto others warping the perception of
real ity. Envy, aggression, and exploitation dominate relationships. It may be
said that "the superficially optimistic ideology of personal growth radiates
profound despair and resignation- the faith of those without faith."33
The effects of self-absorption and narcissism have contributed to demise
of the tradition of independent civic involvement. Those who follow the workings
of democracy stress the importance of civic orientation and involvement to
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solidify democracy as a role model for developing and postcommunist countries.
over the last several decades, civil society activity has dropped drastically. 34
Civilly involved communities strongly influence the quality of public life and
the performance of social institutions. Civic involvement and social ties develop
better schools, promote economic growth, decrease crime, and result in more
effective government. Communities are blessed if they are nurtured by involved,
active residents. This sense of belonging, because of interaction, transforms the
self-orientation to one of community orientation, accentuating collective benefits.
But, America's direct involvement in social and political affairs has declined
drastically over the last generation. Millions of people have become reclusive,
shying away from involvement in civic activity. The proof of "social
disengagement in contemporary America" is the replacement of social activities
with solitary pastimes. This mirrors America's disassociation in social activity
and civic involvement_35 Many books reflect this narcissistic attitude prevalent in
Americans. The tone is strongly "me first" and "I" frame of reference. The
antisocial tones of "Having it All," and "Looking Out for# 1,"downgrade courtesy,
turning away from meeting the needs and concerns of others to gratify the self.
Americans have removed themselves mentally and emotionally from civic
involvement to pursue solitary activities, in part, because of a distrust in
government and institutions in general. America's distrust in government
continues to rise steadily from 30 percent in 1966 to 75 percent in 1992. It is
34
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possible that the political debacles and scandals of the last 30 years have
engendered disgust and disinterest in government and politics. 36
The trend is not limited to the political arena; it also involves America's
disengagement in organizational membership. Church activity and involvement
has drastically fallen. Religious meaning and orientation is less connected to the
institution and more self-defined. Union membership has also plummeted. The
voluminous membership growth spurred by the New Deal no longer exists. A
drop in the number of those involved in volunteer programs for basic civic
organizations reflect this blatant pattern of non-involvement. Activity and
membership in parent and teachers association (PTA) has sharply declined from
12 million in 1964 to approximately 7 million in 1992. The decline in volunteering
for the Boy Scouts (off by 26 percent in 1970) echo this pattern of
noninvolvement. 37
Withdrawal from social, political, and civic organizations is evident in the
number of people who are bowling alone. The total number of American bowling
increased by 10 percent between 1980 and 1993. But, league bowling has
decreased by 40 percent. It is obvious that social capital is dwindling while
solitary activities rise. Americans are socializing less and becoming less tolerant
of one another. 38
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Another contributing influence in the breakdown of courtesy is distrust and
questionable credibility of institutions, mass media, and people in general. The
effect of the mass media on society makes truth and falsehood irrelevant. Truth
is no longer relevant; it has been swept aside by credibility, facts replaced by
statements that sound authoritative but neglect to convey any authoritative
information. Misrepresentation and falsehoods are jargon terms substituted for
what is really a lie. The terms doublespeak, jargon, and euphemism were
spawned by such irresponsible narcissistic self-justification.
For example, doublespeak is language that pretends to communicate but
really doesn't. The bad seems good. The negative appears positive. The
unpleasant becomes acceptable or less intolerable. It is insidious because it can
eventually destroy the function of language - the communication between people
and social groups. Doublespeak can become so pervasive that speakers and
listeners become convinced that they really understand such language believing
that the politicians don't really lie but only "misspeak," that illegal acts are merely
"inappropriate actions. "39
This accepting of form rather than content has caused business to falter in
credibility and create a climate of distrust for business institutions in general.
Many, if not most, Americans believe their needs are not being met and that their
interests are blatantly being ignored.
America in the late '80s and early '90s witnessed people obsessed with
therapies and filled with formal politics. People became skeptical about authority
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and fell prey to superstition as political language, language that had
degenerated because of fake pity and euphemisms. Like the example of ancient
Rome, "corrupt and verbose senators rely on sacred geese (those feathered
ancestors of our own pollsters and spin doctors) and its submission to senile,
deified leaders, controlled by astrologers and extravagant wives. American
culture has released gladiatorial games with high-tech wars on television as a
means of pacifying the masses."40
In the meantime, Americans bounce back and forth between selfindulgent expressiveness and a "mainly impotent politicization," and the contest
between education and television; this has created a debased America.
Increasingly, the music industry establishes America's standards and determines
what is "truth" based upon subjective standards. In a time of docudramas and
simulations, the difference between what is portrayed on television and real
events is becoming increasingly blurred , in some cases, deliberately by pseudohistorians acting as the pontiffs of electronic media. And then, the arts are also
politicized as the concept of quality has become aesthetic discrimination and
subjective discernment. Therefore, quality of the artists is determined by their

I

ethnicity, gender, and medical condition. The merits of their work have become
totally irrelevant. 41
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The idea of aesthetic discrimination is marred with racial and social
discrimination. Few recognize that art "elitism" does not mean social inequity.
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The American culture of self-esteem, has become elevated to a deity worthy of
worship, as arts education develops into a no-fail, everyone's a winner system.
America's recently acquired sensitivity raises the victim to a heroic stature.
Therapies teach that all people are "the victims of their parents," as family
experts and therapists determine that 96 percent of American families are
dysfunctional. People are unprepared to face the traumas of life because they
have been subjected to inferior role models; their parents were imperfect. 42
America's emphasis is on how we feel about things, a subjective
perspective, rather than what we think or even know. Goethe spoke about the
negative effects of turning inward as "epochs which are regressive are in the
process of dissolution, are always subjective; whereas, the trend in all
progressive epochs is objective."43 Such subjectivity does not foster courteous
behavior or outgoing considerations.
Concern about the decline of common courtesy and civility transcends
economic, social, and racial lines. Letitia Baldridge, an authority of manners,
who has written 13 books on the subject, insists it has nothing to do with money
or social class. It has everything to do with the way mom and dad brought you
up- that doesn't cost money. 44
Jeraold Jellison, a psychology professor and author of I'm Sorry I Didn't
Mean to & Other Lies We Love to Tell, blames the decline of civility and the rise
41
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of crudeness (rudeness) on "a 40-year shift away from a social life guided by
social customs and personal character. An informal mandate for public behavior
has been replaced by more formal rules and government laws. The question 'Is
it Proper?' has been replaced by the question, 'Is it Legal?' and we all know that
lawyers don't worry about upsetting or offending people."45
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Appendix
George Washington's Rules of Civility

1. Every action in company ought to be with some sign of respect to
those present.
2. In the presence of others, sing not to yourself with a humming
voice, nor drum with your fingers or feet.
3. Speak not when others speak, sit not when others stand, and
walk not when others stop.
4. Turn not your back to others, especially in speaking; jog not the
table or desk on which another reads or writes; lean not on anyone.
5. Be no flatterer, neither plays with anyone that delights not to be
played with.
6. Read no letters, books, or papers in company; but when there is
a necessity for doing it, you must ask leave. Come not near the
books or writings of anyone so as to read them unasked; also look
not nigh when another is writing a letter.
7. Let your countenance be pleasant, but in serious matters,
somewhat grave.
8. Show not yourself glad at the misfortune of another, though he
was your enemy.
9. They that are in dignity or office have in all places precedency,
but whilst they are young, they ought to respect those that have no
public charge.
10. It is good manners to prefer them to whom we speak before
ourselves, especially if they be above us, with whom in no sort we
ought to begin.
11. Let your discourse with men of business be short and
comprehensive.
12. In visiting the sick, do not presently play the physician if you be
not knowing therein.
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13. In writing or speaking give to every person his due title
according to his degree and the custom of the place.
14. Strive not with your superiors in argument, but always submit
your judgment to others with modesty.
15. Undertake not to teach your equal in the art he himself
professes; it savors of arrogancy.
16. When a man does all he can, though it succeeds not well,
blame not him that did it.
17. Being to advise or reprehend anyone, consider whether it ought
to be in public or in private, presently or at some other time, also in
what terms to do it; and in reproving show no signs of choler, but do
it with sweetness and mildness.
18. Mock not nor jest at anything of importance; break no jests that
are sharp or biting; and if you deliver anything witty or pleasant,
abstain from laughing thereat yourself.
19. Wherein you reprove another be unblamable yourself, for
example is more prevalent than precept.
20. Use no reproachful language against anyone, neither curses
nor revilings.
21. Be not hasty to believe flying reports to the disparagement of
anyone.
22. In your apparel be modest, and endeavor to accommodate
nature rather than procure admiration. Keep to the fashion of your
equals, such as are civil and orderly with respect to time and place.
23. Play not the peacock, looking everywhere about you to see if
you will be well decked, if your shoes fit well, if your stockings set
neatly and clothes handsomely.
24. Associate yourself with men of good quality if you esteem your
own reputation, for it is better to be alone than in bad company.
25. Let your conversation be without malice or envy, for it is a sign
of tractable and commendable nature; and in all causes of passion
admit reason to govern.
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26. Be not immodest in urging your friend to discover a secret,
learned men, not very difficult questions or subjects amongst the
ignorant, nor thinks hard to be believed.
27. Utter not base and frivolous things amongst grown and learned
men, nor very difficult questions or subjects amongst the ignorant,
nor things hard to believe.
28. Speak not of doleful things in time of mirth nor at the table;
speak not of melancholy things, as death and wounds; and if others
mention them, if you can, change the discourse. Tell not your
dreams but to your intimate friends.
29. Break not a jest when none take pleasure in mirth. Laugh not
aloud, not at all without occasion. Deride no man's misfortunes,
though there seem to be some cause.
30. Speak not injurious words, neither in jest or earnest. Scoff at
none, although they give occasion.
31. Be not froward, but friendly and courteous, the first to salute,
hear and answer, and be not pensive when it is time to converse.
32. Detract not from others, but neither be excessive in
commending.
33. Go not thither where you know not whether you shall be
welcome or not. Give not advice without being asked; and when
desired, do it briefly.
34. If two contend together, take not the part of either
unconstrained, and be not obstinate in your opinion; in things
indifferent, be of the major side.
35. Reprehend not the imperfection of others, for that belongs to
parents, masters, and superiors.
36. Gaze not on the marks or blemishes of others, and ask not how
they came. What you may speak in secret to your friend, deliver
not before others.
37. Speak not in an unknown tongue in company, but in your own
language; and that as those of quality do, and not as the vulgar.
Sublime matters treat seriously.
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38. Think before you speak; pronounce not imperfectly, nor bring
out your words too hastily, but orderly and distinctly.
39. When another speaks, be attentive yourself, and disturb not the
audience. If any hesitate in his words, help him not, nor prompt him
without being desired; interrupt him, nor answer him till his speech
be ended.
40. Treat with men at fit times about business, and whisper not in
the company of others.
41. Make no comparisons; and if any of the company be
commended for any brave act of virtue, commend not another for
the same.
42. Be not apt to relate news if you know not the truth thereof. In
discoursing of things you have heard, name not your author always.
A secret discover not.
43. Be not curious to know the affairs of others, neither approach to
those that speak in private.
44. Undertake not what you cannot perform; but be careful to keep
your promise.
45. When you deliver a matter, do it without passion and
indiscretion, however mean the person may be you do it to.
46. When your superiors talk to anybody, hear them; neither speak
or laugh.
47. In disputes, be not so desirous to overcome as not to give
liberty to each one to deliver his opinion, and submit to the
judgment of the major part, especially if they are judges of the
dispute.
48. Be not tedious in discourse, make not many digressions, nor
repeat often the same matter of discourse.
49 . Speak no evil of the absent, for it is unjust.
50 . Be not angry at table, whatever happens; and if you have
reason to be so, show it not; put on a cheerful countenance,
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especially if there be strangers, for good humor makes one dish a
feast.
51. Set not yourself at the upper end of the table; but if it be your
due, or the master of the house will have it so, contend not, lest you
should trouble the company.
52. When you speak of God or his attributes, let it be seriously, in
reverence and honor, and obey your natural parents.
53. Let your recreations be manful, not sinful.
54. Labor to keep alive in your breast that little spark of celestial fire
called conscience.
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Conclusion
The problem with common courtesy is that it is not so common anymore.
Americans are a nation of strangers, disconnected by technological and
emotional distance. Their desire to behave courteously toward one another has
diminished as their values shifted.
Once, Americans were concerned about how they represented
themselves, their families, and their country. This sense of community began to
crumble with the onset of the Industrial Age. Later, America's driving pursuit to
acquire material goods and services, inspired by the media, replaced family
values. Men, women, and children grapple with each other and struggle with
themselves to achieve success. Courtesy has no place in such a hostile
environment.
Even the meaning of success has become nebulous, void of a concrete
definition. Success has become a process of accumulation rather than the ability
to provide basic physical needs and some wants. Now, the pursuit of acquisition
leaves many exhausted and frayed at the nerves. The peace once realized for
putting in a day's work does not lull the weary to sleep anymore. Many lay
awake and fret over the next wave of credit-card bills flowing through the mail
system destined for their address.
After consumerism hit America like a tsunami, the flotsam of New Age
self-actualization drifted ashore. Self-actualization tends to become an
acceptable term for self-absorption. This self-absorption has led to a deficit of
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social consciousness. Stressed by competition in a high-tech, global
environment, Americans strive to upgrade their skills and their images leaving
little time for family and other considerations. Basic civility takes a beating,
bashed against the walls of apathy.
"I can't hear you, because what you are speaks louder than what you
say," sends a deafening message. People are schooled in computer science,
not the social sciences. New technology and a glut of need-to-know information
require one-on-one with the computer, not interpersonal contact with each other.
Leisure time is spent in front of a showcase of digital options: computer,
television , or the VCR. Americans, overwhelmed by the demands of this hightech era, seek refuge in isolation.
Solitary activities and the breakdown of the family further exasperate
courtesy. Although the divorce rate floats at 50 percent, lifestyles have changed
and so has the mating game. People tend to feel disconnected from others and
a prevailing loneliness grips the lives of many people, regardless of their age or
financial security. This lack of connectivity has produced a multitude of angry
people and an even angrier generation of young people. It's difficult to value the
concerns and needs of others when individual worth is minuscule.
It may be time for people to step back, simplify their lives, and reevaluate
their priorities. It tends to be a cyclical occurrence, like the surge of relocations
from the cities to the suburbs in the Sixties. But, are we just caught up in
another cycle or is our social system part of a headlong plunge into oblivion,
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